
each student to write a three-to-four-page 
essay in which the student recommends 
reading assignments, preferably from the 
anthology, and a related topic for writing. 
In their essays, students are to persuade their 
classmates and me that their 
recommendations are appropriate to the 
course and to other members of the class. 
The students write the papers in three drafts 
over a period of three weeks, and each week 
students receive feedback on their drafts 
from me and from peer response groups 
composed of students recommending the 
same or similar topics for reading and 
wntmg. Each peer group presents each 
week to the class so we can hear all the 
recommendations and the reasons for them. 
The wntmg, rev1smg, peer group 
discussions and classroom discourse all help 
students to think critically about their 
recommendations and to identify and meet 
the demands of their audience, including 
both students and instructor. 

Because the students and I 
collaborate on the content of the course, I 
have to listen to their opinions and work 
with their contributions. The outcomes from 
such collaborative decision making 
contribute to learning in several ways. 

Asking students to decide what we 
will read and write about for two-thirds of 
the course involves them in a real 
educational problem. Such problem solving 
inspires critical thinking about the nature of 
education, demythologizes the teacher as 
fount of knowledge, and increases students' 
control over the course. Together, these 
elements encourage student compliance and 
commitment. 

While surfing the anthology's 
selections so they can recommend readings, 
the students are practicing exploratory 
investigation. In other words, asking them 
to explore the anthology is like sending 
them to a museum to view the collections. 

Such exploration helps develop their 
understanding and appreciation. 

As students discuss or write about 
the works to be read, they accomplish 
several things at once: as we might expect, 
they clarify their positions on the issues 
raised by the texts and, more unexpectedly, 
they reveal their reasons for pursuing an 
education. For example, many students 
want to read and write about abortion and 
euthanasia because, they argue, one of the 
purposes of education is to prepare them for 
moral and ethical crises. Such unsolicited 
debate about the goals of writing courses 
and the purposes of education increases 
students' control over their education, thus 
helping to balance the normally 
asymmetrical power relationship between 
teacher and students. 

Collaborating on · course content 
enables students to understand the context of 
educational decisions, which leads them to 
discover and think critically about some of 
the theories behind the decisions. For 
example, they may question the 
compositionist's idea that there are 
significant parallels between decision 
making and the writing process. And those 
interested in management, either as a 
discipline or a condition of employment, 
may compare collaboration with other 
theories about how to lead people in the 
effort to produce quality work. 

Brian Nerney is assistant professor of 
Writing at Metropolitan State University. 
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Foolish Old Flimsy as a Cautionary Figure: Biography and 
the Interpretation of Virginia Woolf's Writing 

Carol A. Bock 

One of the more delightful scenes in 
Between the Acts occurs when Lucy Swithin 
breaks the barrier that separates her, as a 
member of the audience, from the actors and 
author of the play she has been watching. 
"Ignoring the conventions," she peeps over 
the shrubbery that forms a dressing room 
wall to address the playwright and her 
astonished troupe: 

. . . a head popped up between the 
trembling sprays: Mrs. Swithin's. 

"Oh, Miss La Trobe!" she 
exclaimed; and stopped. Then she 
began again: "Oh Miss La Trobe, I 
do congratulate you!" 

She hesitated. "You've given 
me ... " She skipped, then 
alighted-"ever since I was a child 
I've felt ... " A film fell over her 
eyes, shutting off the present. She 
tried to recall her childhood; then 
gave it up; and, with a little wave of 
her hand, as if asking Miss La Trobe 
to help her out, continued: "This 
daily round; this going up and down 
stairs; this saying 'What am I going 
for? My specs? I have them on my 
nose .... "' 

She gazed at Miss La Trobe 
with a cloudless old-age stare. Their 
eyes met in a common effort to bring 

a common meaning to birth. They 
failed; and Mrs. Swithin, laying hold 
desperately of a fraction of her 
meaning, said: "What a small part 
I've had to play! But you've made 
me feel I could have played 
Cleopatra!" 

She nodded between the 
trembling bushes and ambled off. 

The villagers winked . 
"Batty" was the word for Old 
Flimsy, breaking through the bushes. 
(152-53) 

"Batty" Lucy certainly is, but I find 
her battiness endearing, particularly in this 
scene where she appears to me as a kind of 
double for myself as a reader of Virginia 
Woolf s fiction. Like Lucy, I am "stirred in 
my unacted part" (153) by Woolfs novels; 
I am reminded that "to, be the audience [is] a 
very important part too," as Lucy's brother, 
Bart, observes (58). I am also tempted, like 
Lucy, to violate the boundary that separates 
me from the virtual author; that is, I am 
attracted to the so-called biographical 
approach to the study of Woolfs writing. 
Turning from the novels to the abundant 
biographical and autobiographical materials 
available on Woolf, I try to go behind the 
scenes of her narrative performances in an 
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effort to know the author who. produced 
them. 

I sometimes think, however, that I 
am as "batty" as "Old Flimsy, breaking 
through the bushes" in my effort to pay 
homage to Woolf by confronting her, as it 
were, in propria persona, rather than through 
the distancing medium of her craft. Even if 
I could meet her eye to eye on the other side 
of fiction, would not the "effort to bring a 
common meaning to birth" fail? At the end 
of this brief paper, I will argue that Between 
the Acts warns us against the biographical 
approach to interpreting literature, but first it 
is necessary to concede the predominance of 
this approach in current Woolf studies and to 
consider why it is so attractive. 

There is today a virtual industry of 
biographical scholarship on Woolf and a 
consequent steady production of biocritical 
readings of her work. Four major 
biographies, each significant its own way, 
are currently available, and the trend in these 
is toward emphasizing the connections 
between Woolfs life and art. Bell's 
biography-the first, being published in 
1972-deliberately refrains from discussing 
her writing, perhaps in an attempt to let her 
texts speak for themselves. 

But the more recent works insist that 
Woolf s life and writings must be seen as 
one composite text. For example, Phyllis 
Rose eschews the idea that a biographer can, 
or should, present an objective account of a 
person's life history, and instead offers us 
what she calls Virginia Woolfs "personal 
mythology": the story that Woolf 
supposedly told herself in an effort to give 
her life shape and meaning (ix). Woolfs 
actual narratives-her novels and 
memoirs-thus become part of the larger 
narrative that was Woolfs life and, 
according to Rose, can best be understood in 
that context. 

DeSalvo is even more emphatic ( one 
might say reductive) in tracing the influence 

of Woolf s life on her writing, for she sees a 
direct connection between Woolfs 
experience as a victim of childhood sexual 
abuse and her handling of her fictional 
materials as an adult novelist. Biocritical 
analysis looms large in Lyndall Gordon's 
intelligently sympathetic A Writer's Life, 
and James King, author of the most recent 
biography, maintains that in Woolfs case, 
life and art are virtually inseparable because 
"her career was the central fact of her 
existence and her fictional writings are so 
deeply autobiographical" (xvi). 

The availability of these compelling 
life histories thus makes the biographical 
approach to the study of Woolfs writing 
most appealing. Indeed, I often assign 
Rose's biography in undergraduate classes; 
though I find its scholarship less responsible 
than that of Gordon and King and its theory 
of biography a bit muddled, students think it 
is refreshingly accessible and engaging. 
And when I feel twinges of doubt about · 
encouraging them to intrude, like me and 
Mrs. Swithin, into the privacy of the 
author's actual life, I remind myself that 
Woolf s own practice also justifies my 
approach. 

Hers is one of the best documented 
of literary lives because she scrupulously 
recounted it ( and revised it, as Rose 
correctly observes) in volumes of diaries and 
memoirs. Having a theoretical and practical 
interest in the art of biographical writing 
herself-witness her biography of Roger 
Fry, her parodic handling of the genre in 
Orlando, her essay on "The New 
Biography," and her concern with the lives 
of women writers-she surely knew what 
use would be made of the autobiographical 
material she left behind. And certainly her 
own emphasis on the ways in which "fiction 
is like a spider's web, ... attached to life at 
all four comers" (A Room of One's Own 
43) warrants the attempt to read her novels 
m the light of the autobiographical and 
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biographical material available. 
There are at least two other related 

reasons why the biographical approach is 
predominant in Woolf studies today, and 
these have to do with the popularity, or 
marketability, of ideas and methods. First
for reasons too numerous to consider in this 
paper-biography is simply a very popular 
genre at this time. Visit any chain bookstore 
and you will notice that biographies occupy 
a relatively large amount of shelf space and 
are typically located near the front of the 
shop, where they are highly visible to 
potential buyers. Second, while the 
marketability of a particular kind of writing 
by no means assures its reception in the 
academic circles of scholarship and 
instruction (indeed, the reverse has been 
more often true), in the case of women 
writers, the work of publishing scholars has 
sanctioned popular interest in biography. 

This has ·been particularly true in the 
United States, where feminist theory has 
emphasized the notions of silencing, voice, 
and authenticity. American feminists who 
have understood women's wntmg as 
primarily a medium for self-discovery and 
self-expression obviously value scholarship 
that sheds light on the author's life and tend 
to interpret her work autobiographically. 
They have promoted the notion that the 
literary text is, ideally, a medium through 
which the author's "authentic voice" can be 
heard; texts are expressions, that is, of the 
often suppressed, but "true" subjectivity of 
the woman writer. More recent feminist 
theory has, of course, usefully complicated 
this naYve idea of an author's relationship to 
her writing (for example, by revising our 
notions of the subjective self and, in Britain 
especially, by articulating the relationship 
between gender and cultural practice with 
more factual precision). But the influence of 
this approach remains strong enough to 
boost sales of women authors' biographies 
and to encourage both students and critics to 

read the lives and writings of women authors 
as mutually interpretive texts. To see our 
lives as stories we construct to express 
ourselves, and to see an author's fictions as 
part of such a life narrative, is now an 
established~ practice within academic 
institutions and among the many women 
who have been trained as readers in an 
academic environment. 

I will probably continue to "take the 
biographical approach" when I teach 
Virginia Woolf again next spring, and I will 
do so for the reasons outlined above: 
because excellent biographical and 
autobiographical sources are easily 
available, because Woolf s own convictions 
about the connection of life to art and her 
consequent interest in biography seem to 
warrant such an approach, and because my 
students are both happy and skillful when 
applying this method of interpretation. But 
the figure of foolish "Old Flimsy" will haunt 
me as I do. I will be made uneasy by my 
sense that Woolf cautions us against this 
approach in Between the Acts, her last and 
most mature novel-the one novel in which 
she is explicitly concerned with the roles 
that authors and audiences play in their 
"common effort to bring a common meaning 
to birth." 

After the play has ended, Lucy again 
wishes to speak directly to Miss La Trobe, 
to thank her, but Bart gruffly advises her to 
"thank the actors, not the author . . . or 
ourselves, the audience" (203). Bart 
correctly sees· that Miss La Trobe has no 
desire to connect with her audience in her 
own person; she speaks to them (indeed, 
sometimes at them) during the play through 
her artistic materials: through the words of 
her script, through the actors and actresses 
she so masterfully directs, through the 
symbolic objects like the "orts and 
fragments" of mirrors in the last scene, 
through nature (by chance), and through 
technology in a "megaphonic, anonymous, 
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loud-speaking . . . voice" (186) not to be 
confused with her own. When the play is 
over, she seeks not congratulations but 
obscurity: solitary among her actors at the 
pub, "what she wanted, like [a] carp ... was 
darkness in the mud; a whiskey and a soda 
. . . ; and coarse words descending like 
maggots through the waters . . . the first 
words," that is, of her next play (203 & 
212). 

Although neither Bart nor Lucy can 
read as an authorial spokesperson-like Mr. 
and Mrs. Ramsay, they represent contrasting 
visions of life rather than the authorial 
norm-in this case I suspect Bart has it 
right. And I sometimes wonder if we have 
failed to play the more rigorous part Woolf s 
novels assign to us as readers when we turn 
away from the "coarse words" of her fictions 
to the more fluid but peripheral stories that 
biographers tell. As critics and students of 
Woolf s writing perhaps we should "thank 
the actors"-that is, gratefully study the 
aesthetic materials of Woolf s craft, the 
"coarse words" of her texts-and thank 
"ourselves, the audience"-that is, study the 
variety of interpretive responses that her 
"coarse words" evoke. "She don't want our 
thanks," as Bart says, but I believe she did 

want us to attend to her words, to "remain 
seated" (59) and play the important role of 
audience to her narrative performances. 
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Inspiration: An Interview with Marsha Wilson Chall 

Cele Zawicky 

"I never seriously thought I would write a 
book. I just knew that I needed to write 
because I had something to say. I didn't 
know it would be for children-mostly it 
was going to be for myself" 

Marsha Wilson Chall is the successful 
Minnesota author of Up North at the Cabin. 
She was born in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on 
November 7, 1953, and holds degrees in 
English Literature, Education, and 
Educational Psychology earned at Iowa and 
Minnesota universities. Marsha is a 
friendly, compassionate, and creative mother 
of two, presently living in Minnetonka. She 
found early in life that writing came 
naturally to her. Her love for writing about 
Minnesota, as well as Iowa, grows from a 
real connection to place. 

Marsha and I talked over lunch at the 
Sunshine Factory in New Hope, Minnesota. 
A secluded comer in this fascinating place 
was a wonderful atmosphere for our calm 
and relaxed conversation. I found Marsha to 
be a gentle, warm · and congenial person. 
She certainly is my kindred spirit. 

Influences on Her Life 
Marsha's father was a wonderful 

storyteller. He loved telling a good story; 
however, none of his tales was converted to 
written form. Her mother showed Marsha 
how to see beauty in everything through the 

eyes of an artist. She grew up in Des 
Moines, Iowa, and there she and her friends 
wrote newspapers as children and sold them 
to their parents for twenty-five cents each. 
She loved to read and play library and 
school at home. All her life she wrote in her 
spare time and kept journals and diaries. 

Eleanor Estes and Carolyn Haywood 
were some of her favorite authors, and 
perhaps even then, she realized many of the 
authors she read as a child were women. 
She remembers once meeting a woman 
journalist, but could not truly relate to her 
kind of writing. Marsha completed four 
years of English Literature at Drake 
University in Iowa where she was 
encouraged by her college professors to 
make creative writing a career. 

Marsha returned to Minnesota in 197 5 
and pursued a degree in education. Again 
her professors recognized her obvious 
talents and encouraged her to continue with 
her writing. For five years she taught at 
Hennepin Technical College in the remedial 
and developmental reading field. She then 
made a conscious decision to become a 
mother by day and a student at night, 
earning an advanced degree in educational 
psychology. Her advisor at the University 
of Minnesota urged her to popularize her 
master's thesis and submit it to magazines. 
By the time she finished the query letter she 
knew this was not her forte. 
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